Introduction
As in many other European countries, the Dutch health care system is facing fundamental problems, such as rapidly rising health care costs and the need to reduce public health care expenditures to lower the deficit in public finances. The question is how to provide high quality health care at an affordable cost. To address these challenges, in 2006, the Netherlands commenced market based reforms of its health care system, which resulted in less regulation, an enhanced role for consumer choice and greater room for health insurers and health care providers to negotiate prices and quality of care [1] [2] [3] [4] . Prior to 2006, people with below average income were covered through social insurance, while those with above average income had to buy private health insurance. The reforms replaced this two-track system with a single system of private insurance (provided by several insurers) with identical entitlements and contributions for every insured individual, coupled with the gradual introduction of managed care and selective contracting [5, 6] . A key aspect of the managed competition reforms was the introduction of bargaining between insurers and providers over the price and quality of health care services [7] [8] [9] [10] .
The reforms considerably increased the possibilities for health insurers to selectively contract health care providers and to offer restricted or preferred provider insurance packages. Initially, most insurers were reluctant to selectively contract with providers and to offer health insurance packages with preferred or restricted provider networks [1] . Consequently, there is little insight into the most effective strategy to channel consumers to certain providers within a network, while efficient contracting of health care requires effective consumer channeling [11] . Knowledge about the insurance market and consumer preferences is therefore vital. This knowledge can be used by health insurance companies to develop health insurance packages that cater to the needs of health care consumers, enabling insurers to increase market share [2, 3] . In addition, these data could be used to improve the effectiveness of the negotiation process between health care insurers and health care providers. Such information could also help guide the regulation of the insurance market, as well as the policies aiming to facilitate selective contracting. Our findings are not only relevant in the Dutch context, but also for an increasing number of other countries that have already introduced some form of managed competition and selective contracting in their health care system (e.g., Germany and Switzerland) or are contemplating doing so (e.g., Ireland).
In this paper, the issue of selective contracting is studied by eliciting the preferences of health care consumers for attributes of health care services that an insurer could negotiate on behalf of its clients. The data used for this paper were collected among Dutch health care consumers who were actually using health care services. The method of discrete-choice experiments (DCE) is applied to collect and analyze the data. A DCE is a stated preference technique that relies on respondents' choices between hypothetical profiles. These profiles comprise a set of attributes with specific attribute levels. The choices between hypothetical profiles are analyzed to derive information about the individual decisionmaking and individual preferences for attribute levels. DCEs are increasingly being used within the Risks 2014, 2 148 health care sector to estimate utilities based on respondents' hypothetical choices between profiles [12] [13] [14] . By means of DCEs, respondents' preferences for health care services and the value that respondents place on the attributes can be investigated even when the specific combinations of attributes do not exist in reality. This is a strong feature of DCEs, as well as of other stated preference methods. In contrast to other stated preference methods however, DCEs allow for trade-offs, which make it possible to measure the relative importance of the attributes in respondents' (stated) decision making.
After this introductory section, the paper presents relevant background information that provides a base for the construction of the DCE. The specificities of the DCE design, data collection and analytical methods are presented subsequently. This is followed by the study results and their discussion, which provide a base for outlining implications for selective contracting in the Dutch health care sector.
Background
The reforms of the Dutch health care system have affected all stakeholders. For consumers, the most notable element was the reform of the health insurance system. The then existing system of social health insurance for people with below average income and private health insurance for people with above average income was replaced by a universal health insurance with identical entitlements and contributions for all. Tax subsidies helped low income people to cover the costs of health insurance. A second element of the reforms was the gradual introduction of elements of managed competition in hospital markets. Generally, health insurers and health providers have been given more freedom in contracting, as the regulation that obliged health insurers to contract every registered health care provider (general practitioner, hospital, physiotherapist, etc.) has been abolished [15] [16] [17] [18] .
The main aim of the reforms was to improve the so-called 'public interests' in health care. These 'public interests' were defined as quality, access, efficiency, and cost containment [6, 15] . At the time of the reforms it was widely recognized that the health care system failed to deliver on these public interests. Access to health care was severely hampered by waiting lists. Before the health insurance reforms, contributions to health care financing were highly regressive with low income earners contributing a larger share of their income to the health care system than people with a high income. Dissatisfaction with the performance of the health care system was widespread among the population and it was widely believed that the system was lagging behind in efficiency and quality of health care delivery [18, 19] .
The aim of the health insurance reform was to marry the aspiration of 'universal coverage' with the principles of regulated competition. The new insurance law obliged all residents to have basic health insurance provided by 14 competing private insurance companies and several related subsidiaries. As a result of mergers and acquisition, this number has declined over the years. The new insurance law requires insurers to accept each applicant at a community-rated premium regardless of age or preexisting health conditions. Basic health insurance covers hospital care, care by general practitioners and medical specialists, prescription drugs, maternity care, obstetrics, technical aids and dental care for children. Once a year there is a six-week period in which individuals have the opportunity to switch health insurers [18, 20] .
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The basic package of the Dutch health insurance system ('Zorgverzekeringswet') is financed by income-related premiums and nominal premiums. In order to ensure that insurance providers can continue to operate profitably, despite carrying such a wide range of risks, the government has also created a 'Risk Equalization Fund' to which premium payers are obliged to contribute. On average, 50% of total health expenditures are financed by income-related contributions. The income-related contributions are paid into the Risk Equalization Fund, out of which insurers receive equalization payments to compensate for high-risk enrollees. Consumers can receive subsidies that make insurance affordable for everyone. Variables that determine the compensation level out of the Risk Equalization Fund include age, gender, postal code, and previous medical consumption. The Risk Equalization Fund was established in order to create a level playing field among competing insurance companies, reduce incentives for risk selection and strengthen incentives for purchasing 'good quality' health care [18, 21] .
About 45% of total expenditures are financed through community rated insurance premiums. These premiums go directly to the insurance company and are not redistributed through the Risk Equalization Fund. Insurance companies use these community rated premiums to compete with each other [17, 21] .
The direct costs for consumers in this system are moderate: The average insurance premium for an individual is approximately €1200 per year in 2014. These premiums are paid directly to the insurer and are community rated for all insured with the same type of insurance policy provided by the insurance company. Insurers offer both 'in-kind' insurance policies and policies based on cost refunding. Insurers compete to offer the basic insurance at the lowest possible premium and the best possible quality and access to care [18, 22] .
There is a compulsory deductible of €360 per year (in 2014) and the option for a maximum voluntary deductible of €500 (i.e., €860 in total). The costs for the general practitioner are exempted from the deductible. For care that is not included in the basic package-such as dental care for adults, alternative medicine, and most physiotherapy-there is a voluntary supplementary insurance with risk-related premiums [18, [21] [22] [23] [24] .
Children below the age of 18 are exempted from paying insurance premiums. The government finances medical care for children up to the age of 18 through the Risk Equalization Fund. Individuals with low income are directly compensated for the costs of the nominal insurance premium. They receive an income dependent supplementary care benefit through the tax office to compensate them for the cost of the community rated premiums. This compensation is paid out of general taxation [18, [21] [22] [23] [24] .
Approximately 98% of the population has bought basic health insurance. Nearly 2% of the population is uninsured, while a similar percentage has insurance but is behind in paying premiums. In addition to the basic package, approximately 90% of the population buys an additional supplementary health insurance package [18, [21] [22] [23] [24] .
The introduction of the new insurance system has had several notable benefits [7] . Most obviously, it has led to fierce price competition and a large number of consumers switching health insurer. After the introduction of the new health insurance system, approximately 20% of the insured switched their insurer. In the years after, this declined to an annual switch rate of about 5%-7%. Price competition was heavy at introduction but has declined over the years, as the health insurance sector has consolidated through mergers and takeovers. Four major health insurers now cover more than 90% of the market. During the first years after the introduction, all major health insurers suffered losses on the basic health insurance. These losses are covered by capital the insurers had accumulated in the past and by profits Risks 2014, 2 150 they made on supplementary insurances. Currently, most insurers make a substantial profit on the basic package as well [22] [23] [24] [25] [26] .
For the in-kind insurance policies, insurers contract directly with health care providers. Increasingly, insurers engage in preferred-providers contracts, with insurers providing incentives to their customers to use these preferred providers. As of 2009, insurers can waive the deductible (both the compulsory and the voluntary) if the customer uses one of the preferred providers [27] [28] [29] [30] .
Given the context of the Dutch health care market described above and evidence from empirical studies on determinants of provider choice, it is expected that the insurance benefits offered by an insurer can be characterized by five groups of attributes [31] [32] [33] [34] [35] [36] [37] 
:
 price (the level of the insurance premium, although this also depends on the level of voluntary deductible chosen by the insured),  quality of care negotiated by the insurer (e.g., extra personal attention to the patient since at the time of data collection, information on the overall clinical quality of health care services was not widely available in the Netherlands),  access to care guaranteed by the insurer, which includes temporal and spatial access to care (e.g., guarantees for a short waiting time and short travel time through contracting with nearby health care providers),  choice of provider (i.e., the possibility to freely choose the health care provider or alternatively the presence of restrictions on free choice),  supplementary insurance benefits.
This study focuses on the relative importance of these attributes to consumers. As mentioned in the introductory section, the method of discrete-choice experiments (DCE) is used to achieve this objective.
Experimental Section

The Design of the Discrete-Choice Experiment
The method of DCE is extensively discussed in the literature [12] [13] [14] . DCEs involve the creation of hypothetical market situations (profiles) adapted to a specific research question. DCEs are a type of stated preference method in which respondents are asked to express their preferences for sets of hypothetical profiles (to choose between alternative profiles). The profiles are constructed according to the principles of an experimental design. In particular, the sets of profiles included in a DCE represent systematic variation in the levels of attributes that are chosen for the construction of these profiles. The assumption that underlies DCE is that decisions are not based on one single criterion, but on several factors, which are jointly considered [12, [28] [29] [30] [31] [32] [33] [34] [35] [36] [37] . In this study, each profile represents a set of characteristics that an insurer offers to and/or negotiates on behalf of its clients. Results from previous health care marketing studies [38] [39] [40] [41] [42] [43] and the characteristics of the Dutch social health insurance system (described in the previous section) are used as a reference point when selecting attributes and attribute levels for the DCE. Previous studies have shown that the importance of accessibility to care, quality of care, insurance premiums and supplementary services are ranked high by respondents. To represent these categories in our DCE, we reviewed the websites of Dutch health insurance companies, Risks 2014, 2 151 as well as policy documents. Based on this, we identified attributes relevant to the Dutch context that most likely determine consumers' decision-making related to health care and health insurance (see Table 1 ). The number of attributes and their levels are kept at a minimum to assure the feasibility of data collection [14, 37] . Table 1 . Attributes and their levels.
Attributes Attribute Levels
Maximum waiting time 
Additional services Dental services Physiotherapy
An orthogonal main-effect fractional factorial design is drawn from all possible profiles to reduce them to a manageable number (Table 2) . Thus, 16 different profiles are included in the study. One profile that includes a mixture of potentially desirable and less desirable attribute levels is selected to be the base profile. The rest of the profiles are used as alternative profiles. Thus, in total, 15 DCE questions are included in the study. In each DCE question, respondents are requested to choose between the base profiles and one alternative profile according to their preferences for these profiles. One of the DCE questions is presented in the Appendix as an example. The rest of the discrete-choice questions are formulated in an analogous fashion based on Table 2 .
Data Collection Procedure
The data for this study were collected in June 2009 using a standardized questionnaire. The questionnaire was presented to a group of respondents who were selected by means of stratified and random sampling methods. The questionnaire included the 15 DCE questions, as well as questions on Risks 2014, 2 152 respondents' health insurance status and socio-demographic characteristics. The questionnaire also included some other parts, which are not tackled in this paper. To select respondents, multiple policlinics in four hospitals in the Southern Dutch province of Limburg were visited, covering a broad range of specialties. Patients waiting for their appointment with a physician at the policlinic of these hospitals were asked to fill in the questionnaire. The motivation behind this research population was that these individuals were actually using health care services and would be directly affected by improvements in access to and quality of health care services. Thus, it was expected that they would take the DCE questions seriously and would provide reliable answers based on their own experiences. The research sample consisted of 97 individuals (response rate of 84.35%, based on respondents asked to participate).
Participation in the study required filling in the questionnaire only (in the presence of a researcher). To assure that the respondents understood the meaning of the attributes and their levels, information in the form of visualization cards was used and discussed prior to the DCE to facilitate the decision-making process.
Model Specification and Method of Data Analysis
The analysis of DCE data is based on the assumption that respondents derive a utility from each attribute level and choose the profile that they associate with the highest level of total utility [28, 29] . To analyze the DCE data in this study, it was assumed that when respondents were confronted with the discrete-choice task, they evaluated the utility levels associated with the two profiles. They chose the alternative profile over the base profile only when the utility level associated with the alternative Risks 2014, 2 153 profile was higher than the utility level associated with the base profile. This decision-making process can be presented by the following binary choice model: (2) where ΔU Alternative−Base is the latent utility difference when shifting from the base to the alternative profile, Δx Alternative−Base is the difference between the levels of a given attribute in the base and alternative profile, Δx Alternative−Base z refers to the interaction terms between the difference in the levels of the various attributes and socio-demographic variables z, n denotes the number of attributes, j denotes the number of socio-demographic variables, β and γ are coefficients, ε is an error term that presents variations between respondents, μ is an error term that presents variations within the choices of each respondent, and Choice of profile is the observed dependent variable. This choice is coded 0 if Profile A is selected as the preferred profile and coded 1 if Profile B is selected as the preferred profile. In a DCE, respondents are asked to make a series of binary choices (i.e., choices between a base profile and a varying alternative profile). Given the binary nature of the response (0 = base profile is chosen and 1 = alternative profile is chosen), binary regression analysis is the most adequate approach for the estimation of the coefficients. To parameterize the model, a binary probit regression with random effects was used (software package LIMDEP 7.0). It is important to account for the effects of the socio-demographic variables on the choices that respondents make. To account for these effects, interaction terms between these variables and the difference in the levels of the various attributes were incorporated into the model. Initially, all attribute differences and all interactions (see the model above) were included as independent variables. Then, the model was reduced using a backward stepwise procedure where statistically insignificant independent variables were systematically removed from the model. This way, a reduced model was obtained that contains only statistically significant independent variables (where p ≤ 0.10). Prior to the reduced model, a main-effect model that included only attribute differences but no interactions, was obtained for a comparative purpose.
Results and Discussion
Results Socio-Demographic Features and Health Insurance Characteristics
Information about the socio-demographic characteristics of the sample is presented in Table 3 . The mean age of the sample is 40.98 years and respondents are overall equally divided between the gender groups. The absolute majority (88.7%) of the overall sample is of Dutch origin. Approximately 69% of the respondents have higher education. Their occupation varies, but the greater part (23.7%) is represented by employees in the public or private sector. Concerning marital status, the majority of the respondents (64.9%) are either married or live with a partner. Most of the respondents (47.4%) perceive their health status as 'good', and 25.8% indicate that they have had a chronic illness or condition.
About 60% of the respondents have an income level between €2,100 and €4,200 per month. Most households of the respondents include about two persons, and the mean of children under age 18 within the household is 0.54 (ranging from 0 to 4). Except for education, which indicates a slight overrepresentation of individuals with high education, the socio-demographic variables of the sample are as expected. Income level Ordinal 1 = <800 euro 2 = 800 to 1000 3 = 1000 to 1100 4 = 1100 to 1200 5 = 1200 to 1400 6 = 1400 to 1500 7 = 1500 to 1600 8 = 1600 to 1800 9 = 1800 to 1900 10 = 1900 to 2100 11 = 2100 to 2400 12 = 2400 to 2800 13= 2800 to 3100 14 = 3100 to 4200 15 = >4200 Details of the respondents' health insurance status can be found in Table 4 . With respect to the health insurance characteristics of the respondents, the majority (60.8%) of respondents is insured at two of the four largest insurance companies in the Netherlands, namely at CZ (38.1% of the respondents) and ACHMEA (22.7% of the respondents). At present, the market share of these two insurance companies is approximately two thirds of the total market. The market share of the four largest insurance companies is over 90%. Of all respondents, 15.5% switched health insurers after the health care reform on 1 January 2006. The most important reason for this switch, as indicated by the respondents, was a combination of prices, additional benefits and better services. Yet, 50.5% of them were, at that point in time, insured through a collective health insurance package. The absolute majority of respondents (89.7%) have purchased a supplementary health insurance package and most of them (83.5%) are aware of the benefits included in their health insurance package. The average monthly health insurance premium is €109.24. Around 46.4% of the family members of the respondents are covered by the same health insurance package. Table 5 presents the descriptive statistics regarding the self-explicated ranking of the different health care attributes according to their relative importance to respondents. Overall, the maximum waiting time guaranteed by the insurer is ranked as the most important attribute by 32% of the respondents, followed by the additional health insurance benefits (29.9%), the personal attention by health care providers (19.6%) and the insurance premium (11%), respectively. In this study, traveling time and choice of provider are not ranked by the respondents as the most important attributes. Based on the mode value (i.e., the value that occurs most frequently) of each attribute, it is possible to position the health attributes according to their overall importance to the individuals in the sample. When the mode value equals 1, the attribute is most frequently ranked as the most important, which in this case is the additional health insurance benefits (mode = 1). Personal attention is most frequently ranked as second most important attribute (mode = 2), followed by the maximum waiting time (mode = 3), insurance premium (mode = 4), the choice of provider (mode = 5) and lastly, the maximum traveling time (mode = 6). Based on the attribute ranking, it appears that the additional benefits are overall the most important attribute to the respondents in this study. The maximum waiting time guaranteed by the health insurers and the personal attention by health care providers can be considered the second and third most important attributes, respectively. The importance of the insurance premium as an attribute appears to be relatively moderate, while the importance of the attributes maximum traveling time guaranteed by the health insurer and choice of provider are considered relatively low.
Results Ranking Health Insurance Attributes
An ordered logistic regression analysis (Table 6 ) is performed to test the relationship between the attribute ranking (dependent variables) and the independent variables (socio-demographic features and insurance-status features). A positive coefficient means that it is more likely that the respondent attaches a high importance to a particular attribute. A negative coefficient, on the other hand, reduces the likelihood of being in a higher-ranking category. A higher-ranking category means that a relatively lower importance is attached to the attribute (see Table 5 for the meaning of the ranks).
For example, the dummy variables 'respondent is non-Dutch' and 'respondent has family' have positive coefficients in relation to the ranking of the attribute maximum waiting time guaranteed by the health insurers, indicating that being non-Dutch and having a family makes a respondent less likely to place a high importance on limited waiting times. With regard to the ranking of the attribute maximum traveling time, the dummy variable 'respondent has family' has a significant positive coefficient while the dummy variables 'respondent has big family' and 'respondent has high income (≥€2,100)' have statistically significant negative coefficients. Considering the ranking of the attribute personal attention, there appears to be a significant relation with the following dummy variables: 'respondent is old' (positive), 'respondent is non-Dutch' (negative), 'respondent has big family' (negative), 'respondent has children' (positive), 'respondent has switched insurer' (positive), 'respondent has awareness of benefits' (negative), 'respondent insurance premium' (negative). With regard to the ranking of the attribute insurance premium, there is a significant negative relation with the dummy variable 'respondent is old', while for choice of provider, there is a significant positive relation with the dummy variable 'respondent has high income (≥€2,100)'. We found the latter results on the relation between choice of provider and income counter-intuitive, which perhaps can be explained with low restrictions on this choice at the time of the study. Regarding the ranking of the attribute additional benefits, the dummy variable 'respondent has children' has a significant negative coefficient. Table 7 presents the results of the binary probit regression with random effects in which the dependent variable is the choice of profile and the independent variables are the differences (deltas) in the attribute levels between the basis and an alternative profile in the DCE questions (thus, the Risks 2014, 2 162 main-effect model). In addition to the regression coefficients, the marginal effects are also presented in the table.
Results of the Discrete Choice Experiment
The regression results suggest that maximum waiting time as guaranteed by the insurer, personal attention, size of the insurance premium and supplementary benefits appear to be statistically significant determinants of consumer decision-making regarding health insurance packages. Thus, profiles indicating shorter waiting times are preferred over profiles with longer waiting times. Similar profiles in which personal attention is high are preferred over profiles in which personal attention is low. Maximum traveling time as guaranteed by the insurer and the possibility to choose a provider do not appear to be statistically significant determinants for consumer decision-making. Table 8 presents the regression coefficients of the reduced model (see Section 3.3) including only those attribute differences and their interactions with socio-demographic variables that have a statistically significant effect on the dependent variable (choice of profile). Table 7 . Results of the discrete-choice experiment, main-effect model a (Δ = difference). The bottom part of Table 8 presents additional data and results from the regression analysis, which can be used to evaluate the adequacy and goodness of fit of the analytical model. Specifically, the table presents the value of the correlation between the various observations on discrete choices for a single respondent (rho), i.e., the residual intra-class correlation. This value is significant, which suggests that the application of a regression model with random effects (that accounts for both types of errors, i.e., the error due to differences between respondents and the error due to variations within a respondent) is suitable. Furthermore, the table presents the chi-square value from the likelihood ratio test and the McFadden's pseudo R-square, also called the likelihood ratio index. The significance of the chi-square value and the magnitude of McFadden's pseudo R-square indicate that overall, the model fit is adequate. This is also supported by the high percentage of correct predictions of the value of the dependent variable based on the regression model.
Discussion
At the sample level, the changes in all attributes have a statistically significant impact on the respondents' choice of profile, except for the attributes: maximum traveling time and the possibility to choose a provider. The insignificance of the first attribute can be explained by the fact that the Netherlands is a small and densely populated country where travel distances to health care practice locations are fairly short [34] . This finding also lends support to the policy of concentrating more specialized forms of treatment in fewer hospitals in the Netherlands. More time to travel to a hospital in order to receive better quality treatment does not appear to be a great obstacle for patients.
The insignificance of the attribute that offers the option of choosing a provider is somewhat surprising, since previous research has indicated that freedom of choosing a health care provider is a highly attractive attribute of a health insurance package in the Netherlands [35] . This might indicate that consumers are not always aware of the meaning and implication of the key concepts of managed care and as a consequence, they might experience certain limitations with regard to the choice of provider, as previous evidence also shows [36] . Although a larger countrywide sample would be necessary before solid conclusions can be drawn, our results suggest that preferences of insured individuals might have changed over time. It should be noted that we only included the attribute 'personal attention' as an indication of quality since this was the most relevant to Dutch health care consumers at the time the data were collected (as indicated by our review of consumer-oriented information at Dutch insurers' websites). The limited role of quality attributes and health outcomes in the choice of health care providers in the Netherlands has been acknowledged in previous studies as well [7] . We recognize, however, that in the last years, quality attributes related to medical aspects of care have been brought to the attention of the public. Nevertheless, there is only scant information on these attributes available to the Dutch patients. We expect that in the future, medical quality will play an increasingly important role in the choice of a provider in the Netherlands [7, 8] . Therefore, we recommend the inclusion of other quality-related attributes (such as adherence to treatment protocols or health outcomes) in future DCEs.
Interaction effects indicate that a shorter maximum waiting time, as guaranteed by the insurer, is more important to respondents who have switched health insurers in the recent years. Thus, it might be expected that waiting time (better service) exerts a certain influence on the decision to switch health insurers. The main reasons to switch health insurers in our study are related to better quality of care and lower health insurance premiums. The interaction effects also indicate that consumers with a higher education level and poor health status assign more importance to personal attention given to patients. Earlier research [7, 33, 34] has shown that education level and health status are important factors in the decision-making processes related to health care. A low premium level appears to be less important to consumers who have a job and for those who have a poor health status. It can be hypothesized that consumers with a job are less price sensitive towards (supplementary) insurance premiums than those who are unemployed, because the former can afford a higher (supplementary) Risks 2014, 2 164 insurance premium. Individuals with a poor health status probably use health care services more frequently and, therefore, they might attach more value to the health benefits over the fixed premium. Persons who have a job and persons who have a collective insurance package prefer more freedom of choice regarding health providers. A large share of the people who have a job also has collective insurance. In this case, it is the responsibility of the employer to choose a health insurer. As a result, employees might feel limited in their choice of providers. Persons with a job, but without a collective insurance, might place higher value on the free choice of providers due to job-responsibilities, assuming that a busy schedule makes it more difficult to make an appointment. Packages with supplementary health insurance benefits are of greater importance to consumers who have a collective insurance and for those with a higher education level. Enrolling in a collective insurance package gives consumers certain benefits when obtaining a supplementary health insurance package [12, 38] . This might be a reason to value the additional health insurance benefits so highly. Consumers with a higher education level are probably more informed about the possibilities of supplementary insurance packages. Therefore, they assign a higher importance to the supplementary health insurance benefits. Packages of supplementary health insurance are less important to people of non-Dutch origin. Research has shown that consumers of non-Dutch origin are often less well insured [12] .
We did not find a significant effect of income in the DCE. This is not surprising since previous research in the Netherlands did not always show a statistically significant effect of income on the choices of health care consumers [7] . This may be because premiums are either directly or indirectly (through the tax subsidy for people with low income) income dependent. Given that the main effect of the attribute insurance premium remains significant in the reduced model, it can be concluded that Dutch health care consumers are equally sensitive to the price of the insurance package. We only find a significant effect of income in the separate ranking of the attributes, specifically in the ranking of the attributes: maximum traveling time and choice of provider. Individuals in higher income groups more often assigned a higher importance to traveling time than to choice of provider.
The comparability of the results with preliminary expectations and previous findings is an indication of the theoretical and convergent validity of our results. Our study has, however, some limitations related to methodology. Only a limited number of attributes and attribute levels were used in the DCE to assure the feasibility of data collection. This means that the results of our DCE can be interpreted only in relative terms, considering the specific attributes and attribute levels. Initially, all socio-demographic variables collected in our study were included to create interactions. However, the full model that included all interactions and all main effects did not converge, due to the small sample size. Therefore, we followed a strategy largely applied in DCE to obtain a reduced model based on a step-wise exclusion of insignificant variables. As such, a limited number of interactions are included in our final reduced model. There are also issues relating to the generalizability of the results. Although our sample is fairly large (97 respondents) and we include interaction terms in the analysis to account for some imbalances in the sample (e.g., slight over-presentation of individuals with high education), our sample only represents users of hospital services in the province of Limburg. A comparison to countrywide study results would indicate the possibility to extrapolate our results to the Dutch population. However, comparable studies (in particular DCE) carried out in the Netherlands after the reforms in 2006 are not available. This indicates a possible direction for further research. Despite the above-mentioned limitations, the method of DCE appears to be an adequate research technique for this study, because it allows taking into account the combined effect of multiple choice determinants on the decision-making process. 
Conclusions
This study offers evidence on the preferences of Dutch consumers for attributes of health care services and how the consumers view trade-offs between different aspects of health insurance packages. This may be relevant for the process of selective contracting in the Dutch healthcare sector (described in the background section). Selective contracting (a vital element in the market based reforms) is an indispensable mechanism, which protects three public interests in the health service market: quality, accessibility and affordability of health care. Quality (responsibility, safety, customer service and efficiency of health care services) is an essential element of selective contracting and, therefore, selective contracting should incorporate incentives to improve quality. Accordingly, the selective contracting process could result in improvements regarding health services, bearing in mind the fact that this will have radical repercussions for the provision of health care. Although selective contracting is expected to improve efficiency in the health care sector, some critics argue that it embodies a potential conflict between efficiency requirements of the market environment and overall health care goals and may act to undermine equity and quality in health care [44, 45] . It may also reduce patient satisfaction due to the potential loss of consumer choice [46] . For these reasons, selective contracting has been criticized for its negative impacts following attempts to push down provider prices [47] . Currently, the process of selective contracting can and must improve. Consumers should at least be involved in this process. As indicated by our results, consumers demand high quality of care at affordable costs. It should be noted though that there are two types of consumers, both with differing interests: healthy consumers with low risks and unhealthy consumers with higher risks. The first group prefers low prices, while for the latter group, good quality health care is more important. It might be possible to satisfy both of these criteria by using selective contracting of health care and consequently purchasing health care that is both efficient and of good quality-qualitatively good health care with an affordable price tag. This means that during the process of selective contracting there must always be a clear demarcation of the roles of the various actors involved. To satisfy consumers' needs and preferences for health insurance, special attention should be paid to what consumers value most: additional health care benefits, personal attention and insurance premiums. While contracting with health care providers, health care insurers should keep these consumer preferences in mind. They might consider these outcomes to negotiate for more attractive insurance packages. This information can also be used to attract new consumers, by distinguishing themselves from their competitors. From a policy perspective it might be interesting to investigate what specific additional health care characteristics consumers find important in order to develop more attractive insurance packages.
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Maximum traveling time:
The maximum traveling time from your home to the health care provider guaranteed by the insurance company.
Personal attention:
The degree to which you are approached in a friendly manner and the personal care that is given, aside from the necessary medical care.
Insurance premium:
The size of the insurance premium per month that you pay out-of-pocket to the insurance company.
Choice of provider:
The possibility to choose freely your health care providers or the restrictions in your choice of health care providers.
Additional benefits:
The supplementary health care benefits in addition to the basic insurance package offered by the insurance company.
Example DCE Question
The following is a set of 15 questions where you are requested to choose between health insurance packages according to your preference. The packages are hypothetical and differ in their attribute levels.
Which package do you prefer? 
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